Introduction
In 1971, Dutch television held a series of interviews and discussions with noted intellectuals of the day to discuss a wide range of issues regarding contemporary social and philosophical affairs. Perhaps the most significant of these encounters was the meeting between Noam Chomsky and Michel Foucault. It brought together arguably the two most prominent Western intellectual-activists of the day in a debate that illustrates clearly the lineage of thought within which each writer is situated. Nominally the discussion was in two parts: the first an examination of the origins or production of knowledge, with particular concern for the natural sciences, the second explicitly focused on the role and practice of oppositional politics within Western capitalist democracies-in part a response to the unfolding Vietnam War.
As a glance at the transcript of the discussion between Chomsky and Foucault reveals, the debate was a fascinating insight into many features of their work, and there is far too much of interest in the discussion to be conveyed within the limits of a single article. While the discussion raises much of interest to contemporary debates in social and political thought, I want to examine a limited number of themes in this article. The title of the discussion, "Human Nature: Power vs. Justice," conveys in itself a great deal about the respective Copyright 1999 by Social Theory and Practice, Vol. 25, No. 2 (Summer 1999) 177 antimodemist and modernist positions of Foucault and Chomsky. The discussion touches on past and present debates about ideas of essentialism that are particularly pertinent for the social sciences.^ In this article I will set out what I take to be the three main strands of Foucault's anti-essentialist critique and its implications for social and political thought. This, of course, is only one strand of Foucault's rich and powerful work, but it is only these specific themes that I am concemed with here. I will then tum to Chomsky's rationalist account of human nature in order to set out its implications for social and political thought and the ways in which it might be able to counter the powerful anti-essentialist critique made by Foucault. In so doing I will outline three aspects of Chomsky's work as a defense of a rationalist understanding of epistemology and what I take to be his implicit realist ontology. I am arguing, then, that an understanding of some form of essentialism is a methodological requirement for social and political thought and that Chomsky's ideas provide some useful insights into what form this might take. Ultimately, Chomsky's work provides good grounds for rejecting the dualism of either strong essentialism or anti-essentialism.
Foucault and Chomsky are perhaps the major intellectual-activist figures of the past thirty years in the Westem world, and as such, their discussion is of some significance in setting out not only their intellectual differences, which I take to be quite profound, but also their similarities. As the discussion reveals, Chomsky and Foucault share a similar understanding of the history of scientific knowledge and its development and also its misapplication in the social or human sciences. In the political realm, both men recognize the need to challenge sources of illegitimate power and authority within their own societies. In addition, they also share an opposition to vanguardist political strategies, an anarchist theme that connects their social and political thought. Ultimately, however, and what I will illustrate in this article, their respective positions rest on ftindamentally different conceptions of human nature, epistemology, and ontology. In many respects, it is when they tum to questions of social and political theory and practice that these differences are most starkly exposed and what I take to be their respective modernist and antimodemist positions are clearly revealed.'* Thus, their ideas about politics and emancipation are related to their respective essentialist and constructivist or anti-essentialist philosophies.^ I want to begin, then, by giving an overview of the anti-essentialist critique of Chomsky's ideas that Foucault sets out in the discussion.
Problems of Essence in Social and Political Thought
Foucault is the key figure in what is often described as the linguistic tum in modern social theory, and the impact of his ideas has enveloped a wide range of disciplines within the social sciences. His analysis of discourses and discursive practices raises significant problems for the approach to knowledge and being that runs through Chomsky's work and is, in my view, the most important strand of anti-essentialist thought in modem social theory. In this respect, Foucault is the perfect foil for Chomsky, and in this article it is my intention to use his ideas as a counter against what Chomsky describes as his own Enlightenment heritage. From their debate, I take it that there are three related but distinctive anti-essentialist criticisms that Foucault makes of Chomsky's position and that these feed into his understanding of the theory and practice of politics. These three criticisms do not exhaust the anti-essentialist canon, but they serve to stmcture the main thmst of Foucault's disagreement with Chomsky.
a. Reductionisni/Biologism
Foucault: "Yes, but isn't there a danger here? You say that a certain human nature exists, that this human nature has not been given in actual society the rights and possibilities which allow it to realize itself . . . that's really what you have said, I believe."
Chomsky: "Yes." Foucault: "And if one admits that, doesn't one risk defining this human nature -which is at the same time ideal and real, and has been hidden and repressed until now-^in terms borrowed from our society, from our civilization, from our culture?" '' A familiar theme in anti-essentialism is that approaches to social science that draw on the notion of the essential qualities of people, society, or institutions tend to make two major errors. The first of these is to assume that all social and political phenomena can be understood by reducing them to some transcendent and essential fact about people or institutions in general that cuts across differences of culture, history, and society. This kind of reductionism seeks to set out the universal characteristics of people and their institutions as though they do not change over time and space. A good example of this can be drawn from a quote by James Rosenau about the way in which we should understand states in intemational relations:
As a focus of study, the nation-state is no different from the atom or the single cell organism. Its pattern of behavior, idiosyncratic traits, and internal structure are as amenable to the process of formulating and testing hypotheses as are the characteristics of the electron or molecule ... in terms of science-as-method, [physics and foreign policy analysis] are essentially the same.* On this understanding, the state becomes a reified object that can be studied like any other feature of the natural world and has a brute facticity about it that is more important than any superficial differences of culture, ideology, knowledge, history, and so on. By reducing social and political life to its universal, unchanging, and constituent components, we hope to move towards a social science that is predictive and probabilistic, based on the assumption that we have uncovered the key variables with the greatest force in determining outcomes. Rosenau's approach is ah extreme but illustrative example of scientistic attempts to model the social sciences on a natural science such as physics, and rests on the assumption that there are no substantive differences between either the objects of study in the natural and social world or the methods by which we might interpret and explain them. As Foucault has observed throughout his work, this kind of scientism, presented as a neutral and objective science of people and society, has emerged in the wake of what he calls govemmentality and bio-power.^ In this sense, these terms refer to the (mis)application of science and its prestigious authority to an understanding of politics and society. These reductionist moves are synonymous with essentialism for many of its critics, and they provide governing institutions and their agents with allegedly scientific tools by which to classify and order society into simple components that deny, in practice, its rich diversity and complexity.
Related to this is the second theme of Foucault's anti-essentialist criticism, that of biologism. Biologism is the assumption that we can understand the behavior and motivations of people by reducing them to their fundamental biological drives and dispositions.^^ Thus, the nature of institutions and the way in which the agents who exercise power within them choose to act can be understood by locating the latent factors of human nature as biological principles that constrain and shape such outcomes. In their most extreme variant, these arguments present people's behavior as being solely determined by their biological drives. In the debate, Foucault raises clear objections to the significance of the biological aspects of the human condition in shaping knowledge and social behavior. ^^ Indeed, he goes on to argue that the very concepts of life and of human nature have been shaped by the natural sciences, a point with which Chomsky has some sympathy in the discussion. As Foucault asserts, if we want to understand the meaning of human nature, then we need to uncover the factors that have produced our mode of understanding and of representing it in different epochs ("Grilles," as he calls them). The dominant modes of understanding (or discourses) for Foucault have been the various human sciences with their attempts to impose meanings of normality and pathology on the human condition.^^ This becomes a question of power/knowledge (to use the terminology of Foucault's later work) as our conception and understanding of the meaning of human nature is produced by the dominant discursive practices of any given epoch. Our task, then, is not so much to understand human nature as an objective category as it is to understand why we have come to think of it in the way that we do. The question that Foucault's criticisms prompt is: How has our understanding of human nature been constmcted and what altematives have been marginalized and excluded from this understanding? Foucault provides us with a strong critique of what are often taken to be two defining characteristics of essentialism in social and political thought.
b. Homogenization/Determinism
A familiar criticism of ideas of essence in social and political thought is voiced by Foucault when he notes that references to human nature are in part an attempt to deny the importance of differences in human identity and culture. This has become a familiar theme in postmodem and poststmcturalist thought, but it is Foucault who voices its importance most clearly and who provides detailed historical (archaeological and genealogical) narratives that focus on the way in which the complexity of human identity has been suppressed in modemity. This movement towards homogeneity is seen as being part of Enlightenment themes about universality and the "brotherhood of man" which place a priority on the essential unity of the human species, a factor said to be inherent in our underlying human nature. The practical impact of this, according to Foucault, can be gauged in the rise of govemmentality and bio-power. "Govemmentality" is a term he uses to describe the rise of modem political and social institutions that, in tandem with the emergence of the sovereign nation-state, have sought to categorize, compartmentalize, and control populations by placing them into clearly defined groups. In related fashion, Foucault uses the concept of bio-power to describe how these institutions seek to shape the social body by placing people into these distinct social categories. Once you are successfully categorized, then you will be clearly marked in society and treated accordingly: deviant. criminal, lunatic, or the flipside: social scientist, police officer, doctor. These positions of authority or subordination are ingrained in the social body through the discursive practices that construct what we take to he our essential human nature or qualities.'^ Foucault's concern is with the attempt to construct this linear and homogenous social order at the expense of what he takes to be most distinct and important about the human condition: its diversity and complexity. These latter qualities have been suppressed in modernity so that order can be imposed on society. It is govemmentality and biopower that impose homogeneity rather than human nature.
In related fashion, Foucault argues that accounts of human nature or the biological bases of human understanding and action have led towards deterministic theories that deny the possibility of meaningful agency. If human nature causes us to act in the way that we do, then for Foucault this is a deterministic argument that predicts a regularity and continuity to human behavior over time which his own historical studies fundamentally contradict. It is not this deterministic account of causality and regularity that marks the evolution of human society, rather, it is the way in which what Foucault describes as an open-ended and limitless capacity for self-invention that has been suppressed and constrained in the search for order that is the most striking characteristic of modernity.* Foucault's social ontology emphasizes what Gray has called the lack of fixity to human identity and nature, a thoroughly Nietzschean idea that human identity and nature are self-creating and transcend any biological constraint. For Foucault, the search for biological bases for human nature is yet another example of the way in which modernity has generated institutions in search of a truth that is transcendent of time and space, a truth that will enable us to settle the idea of the good society once and for all. Human nature is the ultimate essentialist category in social and political thought, as it offers to provide us with the ultimate cause behind all human action and behavior. Foucault emphasizes the way in which such human sciences have been used to control populations in modernity by categorizing them and defining their social position. This becomes a classic example of the misappropriation of scientific knowledge for political purposes.
c. Social Constructivism
The final and most prevalent anti-essentialist argument developed by Foucault in his debate with Chomsky and throughout the course of his work is the general theme of social constructivism. Simply expressed, social constructivism seeks to overturn essentialist approaches to social and political thought by arguing that all specifically human practices and institutions are contingent. They are not, in any sense, to be understood as the necessary outcomes of inherent constraints imposed by human nature, but are in fact a reflection of the extreme malleability of the human condition. In practice, human beings are capable of making diverse and radically different kinds of social and political orders within which myriad beliefs, meanings, and identities are possible. The consequences of this approach to understanding people and society are many, but there are two in particular that are reflected in Foucault's debate with Chomsky. The first is that knowledge is not generated by a deeper understanding of an objective social reality, as essentialists would hope to claim in at least some sense, but is in fact a reflection of the histories, cultures, and narratives of distinct groups of peoples over time and space. Thus, knowledge is not generated by innate properties in the strong sense in which Chomsky argues, but is passed on through the diverse discursive practices that have shaped modernity. As a consequence, our understanding of what is true at any given time, be it about the natural or the social world, is a reflection of what Foucault later called "regimes of truth."^' By this he means that each historical period can be marked by the range of discourses that construct the beliefs that we have about the natural and social world. It is the rules of understanding established by these discourses that construct and set parameters to what we take to be true about the world. The kind of rationalist epistemology advocated by Chomsky is, on this understanding, a relic of Enlightenment metaphysics that sought to locate the foundations that would provide us with absolute certainty about the natural and social world. On the contrary, for Foucault and social constructivists generally, knowledge is not innate in any sense of the term, but is thoroughly historicized and passed on to us through the discursive practices that construct the social body at both the macro and the micro level.
The implications of social constructivism are seen by many as being both positive and progressive for social and political thought. In practice, it suggests that there are no obstacles to the possibility of emancipation that are inherent to the human condition. The plasticity of human identity and the absence of what is often called fixity means that we have the capacity to transcend existing obstacles to freedom and equality, be they institutionally based or manifesting themselves in the practices of individuals or groups. Thus, social constructivists have been associated with progressive political positions as they provide a strong argument to challenge entrenched forms of social division and hierarchy that are tied to essentialist arguments such as those based on race, gender, or class.^^ If there are no essential qualities to the human condition or social life that constrain and enable the range of possible social forms, then it becomes a question of imagination and will-power on the part of those wishing to change society. There are no necessary constraints to human action or identity beyond the contingent limitations of socially constructed norms and institutions. This point is imphcit in Foucault's views on social transformation when he rejects Chomsky's defense of the importance of ideas of justice that should serve as some form of guide to social and political movements. On the contrary, Foucault argues that the task for such groups is simply to take power and change society. This latter point leads me into the relationship between Foucault's philosophy and his ideas on political practice as set out in his debate with Chomsky.
Anti-Essentialism and Political Practice
The logical outcome of the kind of anti-essentialist thought developed by Foucault and others is realized in his political views, which consistently sought to emphasize the need to allow for the diversity and plurality of human subjectivity and identity in any social order. As has been stressed thus far, for Foucault, difference is the distinguishing characteristic of humanity, and it has been the main feature of modernity that we have sought to deny and suppress this social fact. Differences were seen to challenge the authority of sovereign bodies who sought to establish the norms, institutions, and practices that would unite and regulate a population within the confines of modern nation-states.^^ Even those emancipatory political doctrines that emerged from the Enlightenment with a view to liberating humanity, most obviously socialism and communism, suppressed differences in pursuit of a common good constructed around such notions as class. It is a common theme of postmodern and poststnicturalist political thought to focus on the latent totalitarianism of such political doctrines.^Â s a consequence of this diversity, political opposition is fragmented in accord with the fluidity and complexity of human identity. For Foucault, resistance to oppressive practices could not be realized through the mechanisms of centralized political parties that emphasized an (at best) stultifying uniformity over the need for sensitivity to diversity. In his discussion with Chomsky, Foucault also makes clear that there are no transcendent principles by which the goals of political practice could be evaluated. Even the notion of a "goal" reflects a hidden teleology for many postmodernists, a position that is understandable but mistaken, as I will explain when I turn to Chomsky's response to Foucault's political analysis. The idea of transcendent political principles of justice, as Foucault makes clear, is extremely dangerous for social and political thought and again is a product of the modernist aspiration to certainty and absolute truth which would enable us to remove the risk of practical judgment from social and political life. On such a view, the concept of justice as ChomslQ' develops it is akin to Platonic idealism, as Foucault suggests, and becomes yet another "regime of truth" by which people could be ordered and controlled rather than emancipated.
Such is Foucault's opposition to the role that transcendent principles play in political life-an understandable one given his constructivist account of the complete openness of human identitythat he ultimately puts forward a thesis that is remarkably Hobbesian in many respects. As he says quite simply, Foucault: "... the proletariat doesn't wage war against the ruling class because it considers such a war to be just. The proletariat makes war with the ruling class because, for the first time in history, it wants to take power. And because it will overthrow the power of the ruling class it considers such a war to be just."
Chomsky: "Yeah, I don't agree." Foucault: "One makes war to win, not because it is just."
Having assumed the mantle of power, they are then open to reconstruct society into a classless realm of social activity. Foucault, like Hobbes, is an arch-nominalist who asserts that power is the ultimate goal for any social and political movement and that the idea of transcendent principles to guide political action is a residue of bourgeois thought in Chomsky's politics that will ultimately serve only to hinder the possibility of successful social transformation. Justice, he says, is an idea that we have created in different times and places: it refers to nothing more than that. This proves to be a fundamental point of divergence from Chomsky and is a logical outcome, in my view, of their respective essentialist and anti-essentialist perspectives.
I want now to turn to Chomsky's account of human nature before examining the ways in which I think that he offers useful insights into a form of essentialism that can be defended in the social sciences.
Chomsky on Human Nature
Noam Chomsky's work stretches across a range of disciplines embracing linguistics, philosophy, and the social sciences. A unifying theme that connects his work in linguistics with his social and political thought is that of human nature. As a consequence, Chomsky's account of essentialism connects his epistemology and ontology in ways that provide a powerful counter to the anti-essentialist critique of Foucault and contemporary writers. Before turning to the specific responses that Chomsky's ideas present to Foucault's main antiessentialist criticisms, it is worth setting out what I take to be the central strands of Chomsky's account of human nature and the ways in which they connect his epistemological and ontological concerns.
a. Chomsky's Rationalism-^An Innatist Fallacy?
Although Chomsky is recognized as the most important contemporary thinker in the rationalist tradition, it is important to bear in mind that he did not begin his work as a convinced rationalist. Indeed, he began his linguistic career working within the orthodox empiricist framework that he was later to overturn. It was the limitations and inadequacies of the empiricist-inductivist approach to explaining the acquisition of language that forced Chomsky to consider the possibility of a strong and underlying innate component to the acquisition of language that he saw as a central feature of human nature. As Chomsky says in the debate,
... if we were able to specify in terms of, let's say, neural networks the properties of human cognitive structure that make it possible for the child to acquire these complicated systems, then I at least would have no hesitation in describing these properties as being a constituent element of human nature. That is, there is something biologically given, unchangeable, a foundation for whatever it is that we do with our mental capacities in this case.
In practice, Chomsky addressed what he has subsequently come to call "Plato's Problem": How is it that we are able to acquire the complex and rich forms of language that we do from such an early age and with such apparent ease given the partial and fragmented information that we receive? No one teaches us the rules of grammar of a particular language, but we acquire them with both speed and (barring pathology) comparative ease. As Chomsky's work in linguistics has illustrated, it is impossible to make sense of this knowledge acquisition on the basis of any inductive-empiricist model. The only alternative that seems persuasive is to assume that we are bom with a capacity to recognize and understand human language in general (not a particular language). Thus Chomsky has developed a modular account of what he calls the mind-brain that posits an underlying structure that provides us with a rich biological basis from which we are able to acquire knowledge of language. In more speculative mode, Chomsky has also advanced the idea that it is likely that other areas of knowledge are based on this modular form of structure which, in conjunction with experience, enables us to make sense of and order our experiences into workable theories and practices concerning both the natural and social world. However, unlike classical rationalist epistemologies, Chomsky argues for what he has come to call a "methodological naturalism," which eschews the absolutism of a priori rationalist beliefs in favor of a form of scientific realism that says that such theories about language acquisition (or any other aspect of the social or natural world) have to be judged on the basis of their logical consistency and their empirical purchase. As a consequence, all theories are fallible, and, as Chomsky concedes readily about his own work, likely to be superseded in time by better and more penetrating accounts. Chomsky's scientific realism does not deny the importance of interpretation in theory construction, nor does it fall into the problem of what might be called an innatist fallacy. His account of the acquisition of language is based on detailed empirical study that leads towards the conclusion that there are really existing structures of the mind-brain that enable us to acquire knowledge of particular languages. From the acquisition of a finite number of rules we are able to generate an infinite array of sentences, a factor that empiricist-inductivist approaches to language acquisition have never been able to explain satisfactorily. Indeed, Chomsky's Post-Cartesian rationalism is more complex than it might at first appear to be, in that the intellectual heritage for his ideas (set out clearly in his Cartesian Linguistics) embraces writers usually associated with romanticism, such as Herder, Rousseau, and, most importantly, Humboldt. If Chomsky's rationalist epistemology is the basis for his scientific approach to language acquisition, it is his concern with the ordinary creative use of language in everyday situations that connects his interests to those associated with romanticism such as Humboldt. Importantly, there can be no a priori assumptions about theories: they have to be evaluated in the light of empirical evidence, a point that Chomsky has said those associated with classical empiricism and rationalism would accept. Thus, while there will always be competing interpretations about the natural and social world, the only way in which we can evaluate them is in the light of their logical consistency and the empirical evidence available. To do less than this is to retreat into metaphysics and idealism.
Returning to Plato's Problem in more general terms, we might ask: How is it that we are able to acquire knowledge about the world given the diversity of information that we receive? Chomsky has speculated on this wider question in various places and has built on an idea originally put forward by Charles Sanders Peirce that human beings possess what Peirce described as the "natural power" of abduction. Peirce reached this conclusion by considering the problem of why it is that we make intellectual progress in some areas of inquiry while in others we seem to be able to make only limited progress. Peirce's conclusion-surprising, perhaps, given his association with philosophical pragmatism-was that we are predisposed to construct theories about certain areas of the natural and social world but not others. Chomsky has developed and commented on this idea of abduction, which he argues constrains and enables our general theory-constructing ability in the natural sciences and in our everyday life. For example, in interview he has said the following:
Lunsford: "I'm intrigued by that [abduction] and I was wondering if there is any sense in which you feel that there's any kind of abductive process at work in your political thought . , ,"
Chomsky: "Sure, and there is in everything you do, I mean, forget political thought. Take something even simpler. How do you place yourself in a social structure? Plainly, you do. You interact with other people in a way which relates to their expectations. Sometimes we make mistakes and get into trouble, but there's a tremendous amount of adaptation in complex social situations, which, by and large, works. And that must mean that you have in your head, somehow, a theory of society, a theory of personality, and when things go wrong, you notice it and try to adjust. How did that get there? Well, it got there by animal instinct, by abduction. It is a theory that we don't know much about, but if we could figure out what it was, we would doubtless find that it's extremely refined in comparison with the crude evidence on which it was constructed, that it's pretty much uniform in basic respects across the species because it reflects species characteristics. And in fact that's kind of like language , , , and what one calls political thought is just a conscious part of this, dealing with problems that are somewhat remote from direct, immediate experience problems of power and decision-making and control in die broader social worid, beyond those of the world in which you are interacting."
In these terms, abduction can be defmed as "a process in which the mind forms hypotheses according to some rules and selects among them with reference to evidence, and, presumably, other factors." Such an assumption provides an immediate challenge to the antiessentialist premises underlying Foucault's work. Our abductive ability to develop scientific theories, according to Chomsky, is based on two factors: the human component, which will be rich but unevenly spread across the species; and the institutional/social framework within which we are situated. On Chomsky's understanding, this has profound implications for how we should think about human nature and for society in general. Our human nature bestows on us a rich heritage and basis for the acquisition of knowledge, and although it will be spread across the species (barring pathology), we should expect to find that human beings are rich and diverse in their talents. For Chomsky this is something to be welcomed, as it is what makes humanity so interesting and unique. Thus, Chomsky is able to provide an account of the diversity of human practices and talents as generated from the basis of a human nature that is universal. This is an important point that I will tum to shortly when I look at the specific ways in which Chomsky's work provides us with the grounds for rejecting Foucault's anti-essentialist critique. In terms of acquiring knowledge about the world or building successful theories, Chomsky has said that it is largely chance or accident if this Uims out to be the case. We should bear in mind that Chomsky considers that there is nothing like a general science of human nature (and on occasions he has said that nor is there likely to be). However, his account of human nature is not simply an arbitrary belief, but reflects the universalist nature of his theory of language acquisition which Chomsky takes to be a part of the "human essence." Chomsky's work in linguistics has led him to defend the idea of a universal human nature, which sees us as being endowed with specific natural properties that are uniformly distributed across the species. As he has written on this point in response to Quine's famous thesis of indeterminacy.
We assume that the next person is like us in relevant respects, unless we have evidence to the contrary, just as a chemist who analyzes two samples form the same solution assumes, unless there is evidence to the contrary, that they are the same in relevant respects; , , , When pressed, all would agree that even the fullest evidence could not show definitively that these assumptions are correct, . . ., the assumption that the other person is Uke us in relevant respects would be confirmed, , . ., from evidence of a variety of sorts. We rely, in such cases, on concepts of simplicity, insight and explanatory power that are not at all understood and that are presumably rooted in our cognitive capacities.
If our ability to acquire language did not reflect some kind of natural properties that were universally distributed across the species, it would be hard to explain the ease with which we acquire a specific language. Chomsky's point here is that given the uneven and partial forms of language that we are exposed to as children, it is remarkable that we are able to acquire knowledge of a particular language with the ease that we do. No one literally teaches us the rules of English, French, or Japanese. On the contrary, we appear to be predisposed to acquire knowledge of particular languages in even the most impoverished of environments. Thus, for Chomsky, this must reflect some natural cognitive capacity that is found throughout the human species and as such is suggestive of a wider range of properties that might make up our rich human nature. We are left with fragments and snapshots of the complexity of humanity that reveal its unique creative qualities as well as its capacity for violence and inhumanity. As such, Chomsky rejects the open and malleable account of the human condition put forward by anti-essentialism and argues that there are important natural constraints both to the knowledge that we can acquire and what we might become as individuals and groups.
b. A Realist Ontology?
Given Chomsky's work in linguistics, it is not surprising that he is invariably associated with the development of a rationalist epistemology. What is less examined but is implicit in his scientific realism is that Chomsky also puts forward what we might call a realist ontology. It is this latter point that is reflected in his account of human nature as being based in the modular structures of the mind-brain. As Chomsky says, these are to be seen as real properties of human nature, not merely abstract hypotheses. Thus, Chomsky is positing the existence of real and yet unobservable structures of the mind-brain that are the central properties of our human nature. As other writers have commented, there is a clear link between Chomsky's ontological claims and Bhaskar's Critical Realism, the latter being an attempt to develop a coherent and systematic realist philosophy that embraces both the natural and social sciences. Chomsky has voiced a great deal of criticism about the scientific pretensions of the social sciences, including his by now famous assault on behaviorism. These criticisms are invariably well taken and in some respects similar to Foucault's own critique of the human sciences. As Chomsky has commented, the science in social science is invariably used as a mechanism for excluding the general populace from debate about issues such as social policy and foreign policy. His work in tearing away the veils of elitism that surround many of these areas of study has been an important antidote to the separation of the social sciences from popular audiences in recent decades. However, it should not be mistaJcen for a wholesale condemnation of social science. Although Chomsky's criticism of what he sees as the ideologically laden content of much social science has probably hardened in recent years, he has also talked about the need to retain scientific rigor in both the natural and the social sciences. This does not, and given his account of human nature, cannot mean that the social sciences will ever be predictive and explanatory in the manner of physics, given the important differences between phenomena in the natural and the social world. Such an assumption would be absurd given the creativity, invention, history, and free activity that are synonymous with the evolution of human societies. While Chomsky generally eschews the idea that there are any substantive "theories" in the social sciences, his defense of scientific realism as a model for both the natural and social sciences leads him to defend the view that we should still strive to give the best interpretations and explanations that we can of social and political events. This depends on utilizing tools such as logic, intuition, and imagination to interpret the available empirical evidence in order to explain the problem with which we are concerned. Although realism is a complex term, it is an approach to inquiry that connects the natural and social sciences. Chomsky shares a range of concerns with realists in social theory: locating the strucUires and mechanisms that help to generate concrete outcomes or events; understanding what must exist in order for a particular event/phenomenon to have occurred. These essential properties help to define the object with which we are concerned and therefore to distinguish it from others, and they also help us to understand the range of powers that the object is capable of exercising. In this sense, we can take it that these factors are real by dint of their effects, and we assume that our knowledge of these objects and events is separate from the objects/events themselves. As Chomsky has said, we try to develop interpretations that explain the facts of the matter but this is constrained by two main factors:
(i) Our innate faculties of the mind-brain. Chomsky argues that it is simply luck or an accident of our innate faculties, our abductive capacity to develop theories, if a theory fits with the events/objects that exist in the world.
(ii) External factors. These might include the nature of the institutions in which we work, and the impact of prevailing ideologies on our understanding, particularly of social and political events.
Nonetheless, the implication of these realist assumptions is that we have no alternative other than to pursue a rational strategy of interpretation and explanation that is based, as far as is possible, on the logical assumptions to be derived from the available empirical evidence. Although Chomsky is notoriously loathe to talk about theory in his social and pohtical work, it is not unreasonable to see him situated broadly within a scientific realist framework and sharing an affinity with the Critical Realist school developed by Bhaskar and others. I now tum to the way in which Chomsky's assumptions enable us to develop a coherent form of essentialism that is able to counter the criticisms put forward by Foucault.
Defending Essentialism: Chomsky's Contribution
The meaning of the term "essentialism" is far from clear, yet it often receives a misleadingly simple definition in the hands of its critics. In the same way that there can be weak and strong forms of social constructivism, there are also differing kinds of essentialism. Awareness of this complexity is important, as it sensitizes us to the dangers of oversimplification. In philosophical terms, the idea of essentiahsm refers to the belief that objects in the natural and social world have properties that serve to define what they are. That is, they are the properties that make an object the thing that it is rather than something else. To give a simple example, football and rugby are both sports but they are not the same sport, and this essential difference has to do with their respective rules. In some versions of essentialism, such properties are taken to be the only characteristics of importance in understanding the objects concerned, as we saw with Rosenau's admittedly extreme comparison of states and atoms. This kind of strong or absolutist essentialism is reductive and deterministic, in the sense that it tells us that when we know what these contingent properties are we can predict the regular and perhaps invariant outcomes of the objects concerned, be they states or atoms. They do the same thing over and over again, irrespective of time or place. Such an approach to essentialism is fiawed, though, because it does not allow for a number of important factors, the most significant of which is the relationship between necessary and contingent factors. To illustrate this, we can return to the sporting metaphor we used earlier. Both football and rugby are sports defined by their rules. We can take those rules to be the essence of the sports in the sense that they constrain and enable how the games are to be played, recognizing that the rules and hence the essence of the sport can change over time. However, we cannot, as a conse-quence, make determinate predictions about the outcomes of such games because of the contingent factors involved. The quality of players, tiredness, biased referees, and linesmen with poor eyesight are all liable to lead to an infinite range of outcomes in games, no matter how much there may be an overall pattern or structure to teams and how they play. The rules that are the essential properties of the sport are capable of generating an infinite range of outcomes for a reason that strong essentialists fail to note. Social systems are open systems within which a range of conflicting and complementary mechanisms operate, ranging from psychological, biological, and chemical through to the practices of institutions and economic structures. The way in which these structures and mechanisms interact with each other over time and space and with the contingent properties of individuals, groups, and institutions is not something that can be reduced to predictive formulae of the kind that behaviorists have sought and which Chomsky has strongly criticized. This does not mean, however, that there are no patterns to social and political life. For example, Chomsky's work on the media with Ed Herman highlights recurring interpretations of issues and events of importance to state and corporate power in the U.S. But these are not invariant: they could be different if the media were not subjected to the kind of structural, cultural, and institutional pressures that Chomsky and Herman locate in their work.
Two points emerge here that are of significance in defending a form of essentialism from Foucault's critique. The first is that the strong version of essentialism is indeed flawed, making few concessions as it does to the fact that social phenomena have histories and can and do change over time. It is also the case that strong anti-essentialist positions that deny any place for essential factors in social science are equally flawed. For example, to argue that human nature is an open form from which an endless vista of human identities and social forms can be constructed is to overlook the real properties of human nature that Chomsky's epistemology and ontology suggest must exist. These essential properties are not simply constraining, though: they are generative properties that operate in conjunction with the contingent factors of the natural and social world to produce the rich and complex social forms that we experience. The second point here is that some social phenomena can be seen to have essential properties while others do not: states do, identities don't. We do not need to reify social phenomena with essential properties in the way that Rosenau reifies states into atoms.
It is sufficient to note that the essential properties of social phenomena are those that endure over time and act both to define the object and set out its powers and capabilities. Again, Chomsky and Herman's work on the mainstream U.S. news media is useful here, as it is concemed with the properties of those institutions that lead them to interpret events of importance to U.S. state and corporate power in the way that they do. The key point here and by way of distinction from strong essentialism is to note that social phenomena with essential properties can and do change over time precisely because their existence is the outcome of human practices: they have been made and their properties are the outcome of human action. As a consequence, they could be changed.
In part, Herman and Chomsky's work on the media illustrates this point quite clearly. The form taken by media representations of events central to the interests of U.S. state and corporate power reflects the development of those institutions over time. The embedding within these institutions of a culture that is largely subservient to powerful interests coupled with the wider structural pressures of economic and political power has led to the current existence of servile mainstream media that Herman and Chomsky have documented. Within these institutions there are spaces for journalists to challenge the consensus, but these tend to be limited and prone to a range of disciplinary mechanisms. I do not wish to elaborate here on their media analysis beyond the fact that it illustrates that social phenomena such as media institutions have enduring properties that act to constrain and enable outcomes: in this case, the form that representation of political, social, and economic events take. These properties have been and could be in the future quite different from what they are now. They are the result of human practices, and these practices could be changed in order to construct genuinely open and critical media. It is the contingent power relations that currently exist in U.S. society that inhibit this possibility.
If we do not accept this proposition, then we are left facing a major dilemma in social science. On the one hand, it suggests that all definitions of social phenomena are thoroughly contingent and shaped solely by language and history, not by any attempt on our part to understand independently existing external phenomena. Our knowledge about objects and events in the natural and social world does not refer to the real properties of things, but constructs what those properties actually are. By extension, it also suggests that our knowledge about such objects is not separate from the objects themselves and is not fallible in any objective empirical sense. By contrast, Chomsky's scientific realism, with its emphasis on using empirical evidence to interpret phenomena and evaluate theories, argues precisely that our knowledge is knowledge of objects that are both real and independent of us. Therefore we can evaluate our theories in the light of the empirical evidence and their explanatory power. This is equally true for natural and social phenomena, as Chomsky and Herman's work on the U.S. news media illustrates. Such media institutions may be socially constructed in the sense that they are made by people and their concrete practices, but this does not mean that they have no recurring and essential properties that help to define what they are. Although we can view these properties as being essential characteristics of specific institutions or social relations, it is equally important to stress that as human practices they have a history and can and do change over time. For the strong anti-essentialist, our knowledge about objects actually constructs what we take the real properties of those objects to be. This last point is very problematic, as it leads us into a form of idealism which, as I think Chomsky's views make clear, faces major epistemological and ontological problems. In order to examine the nature of these difficulties, we can now tum to the way in which Chomsky's work provides a specific counter to Foucault's anti-essentialist criticisms.
a. Biologism/Reductionism
As we saw earlier, a central part of the biologist and reductionist critique that Foucault made in his debate with Chomsky was that it presented us with an understanding of human behavior and social forms that saw them as being the linear and invariant outcome of our innate inheritance. For Foucault, such an understanding of the relationship between a biological human nature and social behavior was deeply problematic, as it could only be sustained on the basis of overlooking the diversity and complexity of meanings, practices, and beliefs of people in concrete historical circumstances. Such assumptions seemed to deny the creativity and fluid nature of human practices and leave people as little more than pre-programmed biological machines. In fact, Chomsky's account of human nature does not lead to these conclusions at all, and potentially provides a more satisfying account of the complexity and creativity of human behavior than does the anti-essentialist critique that Foucault makes.
Taking the question of the causal power of human nature first, Chomsky's account does not imply that (in Humean fashion)^'^ the exercise of our natural causal powers will lead to anything like the invariant and linear pattem of actions of hehaviorist assumptions.^Â s his linguistic work shows, human nature acts to provide a generative framework from which an infinite array of linguistic outcomes can be produced. How and what people actually say when exercising these linguistic powers will reflect a range of factors: their genetic inheritance, their environment, education, culture, gender, education, and so on. As I mentioned earlier, the exercise of the general causal powers bestowed on us by our human nature takes place in an open system in which a range of other causal powers and mechanisms are active or latent. It is the complex interaction of these factors that mles out the idea that there is a straightforward or reductive relationship between human nature and either social behavior or the forms that societies might take. This does not mean that there are not constraints that serve to encourage the production of certain outcomes rather than others, though, as again Herman and Chomsky's work on the media aims to illustrate. What it does mean is that we need to trace the relationship between the necessary and contingent factors that have acted to produce the phenomena with which we are concemed. In this sense, the natural causal powers of human agents are central to their capacity to act freely. They can choose, under different degrees of constraint, whether to exercise those powers in order to try to alter their environment. If we did not as agents have these causal powers as a part of our human nature, then we would be beings driven by a response to extemal stimuli, as behaviorists have long argued.
With regard to the question of creativity, this issue of freedom and constraint is again important for Chomsky. Chomsky regards creativity, imagination, and invention as key factors that render the human species unique, and in the interview addresses it in two ways. Ordinary creativity is evidenced in the everyday linguistic practices of people who are able to utilize their linguistic powers to produce original statements and to translate those of others. Ordinary creativity is a constant factor of human life, as we are daily called on to respond creatively to situations that may be similar to things we have encountered before but are never precisely the same. This is not the outcome of simple biological programming as Foucault argues is the case with accounts of human nature that posit a strong biological basis. Rather, human nature provides us with a generative framework that enables us to make sense of and order our experiences and ultimately to respond to them as best we can. The extent to which we make the correct responses in any given situation will depend on the complex interplay of necessary and contingent factors that shape our individual biographies. A crucial part of this process, as Chomsky has made clear in various places, is the way in which our abductive capacity enables us to acquire knowledge of the mles of language and other areas of social life.^^ A creative act, on Chomsky's view, is not simply the unconstrained response of an individual to his or her environment, as such an understanding of creativity and human nature is remarkably similar to the behaviorist account of a malleable or plastic human nature that he has long criticized for its lack of explanatory power with regard to human behavior and knowledge. For Chomsky, creativity is "free action within the framework of a system of mles."
There is no contradiction between the idea of a rich genetic inheritance and the free creative exercise of those powers within the context of concrete social circumstances where a range of mles, stmctures, and causal mechanisms are either latent or manifest. Chomsky also notes that although the inheritance of human nature is both a rich and specieswide phenomenon, it is also uneven in its distribution: you have an aptitude for mathematics, I have an aptitude for sports, for example. It is this diversity and complexity of individuals and their talents that is for Chomsky a distinguishing feature of the human species and is something to be lauded. None of this is to deny the importance of environmental factors in the development and maturation of our array of potential powers and skills. Chomsky argues that it helps to provide us with an understanding of human needs and an idea of the good society, in that a good society will be one in which resources are utilized to encourage the development of the natural powers and potentials that we all possess, irrespective of class, race, or gender. There is a clear link here between Chomsky's ideas of human nature and his social and political thought that I will tum to in more detail shortly.
b. Homogemzation/Determinism
As should be reasonably clear by now, Chomsky's account of human nature and its generative powers or potentials does not mean that human identity or social forms and practices will be homogenous, nor does it mean that human behavior is deterministic. On the contrary, the natural powers that we possess are both potentials and constraints, they are the basis from which diverse and creative actions and practices can be generated. Beyond this, Chomsky draws out the relationship between an understanding of human nature and human needs, thus informing his conclusions that the general satisfaction of human needs is a primary goal of the good society. As Chomsky notes, human beings are clearly capable of a range of social forms and moral codes but equally capable of becoming conscious of them and the range of choices that they have as free agents. This leads him to the conclusion that although cultural practices may take a range of forms, it is unlikely that they are simply limitless. The important point here is that the essential properties of human nature are not simple constraints that cmdely determine human behavior in any given way: they are potentials that in conjunction with a range of contingent factors enable us to develop complex and rich social forms.
The question that confronts us is an institutional and organizational one: What aspects of human nature do we most want to encourage and fiourish? What institutions and pattems of social organization are most conducive to these choices? Chomsky's view is that we should strive for a society in which the range of human needs is satisfied in a fair and equitable manner, recognizing that the uneven distribution of natural powers across the species will mean that we do not all need identical things. For example, while we all need food, you may be allergic to peanuts while I like them a great deal. Thus, the way in which we satisfy general needs has to be sensitive to the differences that affect the choices of individuals and groups. By contrast, and pursuing Chomsky's concem with creativity, we all possess natural creative powers to differing levels, but you are a good painter while I prefer to write poetry. In order to satisfy our creative needs, there would be no point in giving both of us a typewriter. The point here is that although needs-based accounts of social justice such as Chomsky's are grounded in a universalistic claim, they do not lead (as strong anti-essentialists fear) to homogeneity and the suppression of difference. Logically, need satisfaction should produce the opposite.
There is a clear relationship, then, between human nature and culture in Chomsky's work that suggests that from our inherent properties we are capable of producing a diverse, though not infinite, array of practices, beliefs, and social forms through history. Human nature is a foundation for Chomsky and largely represents a biological constant that connects humanity across time and space. As he says in the debate, "That is, there is something biologically given, unchangeable, a foundation for whatever it is that we do with our mental capacities in this case," and, later, "Well, I think that as a matter of biological and anthropological fact, the nature of human intelligence certainly has not changed in any substantial way, at least since the seventeenth century, or probably since Cro-Magnon man ... but of course, the level of acquired knowledge changes, social conditions change." As we have seen, though, this essentialist claim does not deny the diversity of human practices, knowledge, and beliefs. Instead, it helps to explain them by setting out a clear model of the relationship between the necessary and contingent factors that shape human societies. Chomsky's account of human nature suggests that we need to reject the dualism of either strong essentialism or antiessentialism and recognize that there is a complex and intricate relationship between the necessary properties of nature, people, and societies and the contingent factors of specific histories and cultures.
c. Discourses and Social Construction
In some respects, the epistemologies put forward by Chomsky and Foucault in their discussion mirror classical debates between rationalists and empiricists over the acquisition of knowledge. For Foucault, knowledge is generated through the discursive practices that have been constmcted in history and which have continued to dominate our mode of understanding and representing the natural and social world. In this sense, there is a marked similarity with older empiricist claims like those of Hume, who saw knowledge and the self as akin to an impression made on the mind through experience. The connection here is that both accounts of the acquisition of knowledge remove the possibility of any innate or subjective component to knowledge acquisition. Foucault makes this point by way of contrast with Chomsky in their discussion in which he comments on the need to overcome the idea of the sovereign subject as the source of knowledge. Instead, knowledge is constitutive of what we take the subject to be.^^ As we have seen, then, for Foucault the task for social theory in general is to understand the development of these discourses in relation to the institutions that have served to utilize them to shape modem social orders. The radical component of the strong social constmctivist position is that it undermines the claims to authority of established forms of power by exposing the absence of foundations to their legitimacy and knowledge. The problem with this, as we have seen, is that strong constructivist epistemologies make the fundamental error of assuming that because knowledge changes over time-as, for example, one scientific theory replaces another-this illustrates that there are no better or worse grounds by which to evaluate theoretical claims, only different ones. Our knowledge of the world is co-extensive with and constructive of what actually exists, on this view.
By contrast, Chomsky's rationalist epistemology and realist ontology presents us with a profoundly different understanding of knowledge and its acquisition. The subject, to use Foucault's terminology, remains at the heart of the construction of knowledge about the world, but that knowledge is not the same as what actually exists in the world. Rather, our theories about the world are not simply discursive practices that construct what we take to exist, they are attempts to explain the independently existing things in the world and their specific properties. As Chomsky notes, we have only fragmentary insights into the real properties of things in the world and our knowledge is constrained and enabled both by our human nature and by external factors.^^ It is for this reason that we are fallible in our knowledge about things in the world and can have false beliefs about them.^^ By the latter I mean that we can, quite simply, be mistaken about the real and defining properties of institutions, practices, and so on. On the strong social constructivist view, this would not appear to be possible. There are different beliefs, some of which will be incommensurable, but there cannot be false beliefs, as there are no independent (empirical) grounds by which to evaluate contrasting claims.^ This is a fundamental division between strong social constructivism and Chomsky's scientific realism, and it seems to me that the scientific realist position is far more persuasive for the reasons I have set out.
Returning to the connection between empiricism and constructivism, it is also worth noting that in the context of their respective political positions, Chomsky and Foucault's accounts of human nature and the subject are in themselves very important. For Foucault it is the malleability and lack of fixity to human identity and nature that is crucial. We are fiuid and hybrid beings with the potential for almost infinite change.^ ^ This has proven to be an area of some controversy as writers have focused on the (apparent) lack of an account of the subject in Foucault's work. Modernist critics have seen this as a fundamental flaw in Foucault's narratives of the rise of modernity, in the sense that it would appear to leave no grounds for a meaningful defense of the subject from coercion. In short, if everything is a question of power, as Foucault certainly at times suggests, then what role is there for any ethic that might be grounded in human properties? Conversely, more sympathetic interpretations of Foucault on this issue tend to see his work in terms of arguing for new forms of subjectivity that transcend the established rules and frameworks bequeathed to us through the rise of what Foucualt refers to as dominant discourses and bio-power. By way of contrast, for Chomsky we are a species endowed with a rich innate inheritance from which and in conjunction with existing social forms we are able to generate diverse practices, beliefs, and understandings of the world. Politically, these ontologies have starkly differing implications. As Foucault says in the debate, power is the key for social change. Once the subordinate group has gained power, it can reconstruct society as it wishes, as there are no inherent constraints to what we might become. This paints a picture that is very similar to the one for which Chomsky attacks behaviorism. It suggests that there is nothing inherent to the human condition that could lead us to rule out on ethical grounds wide-scale and oppressive social engineering. What objection could there be to such a project if people are indeed the open texts on which progress and their eventual emancipation could be written?
This, of course, is far from what Foucault actually means in his own political ambitions, but it is a conclusion that his anti-essentialist account of the subject and its malleable condition cannot rule out. By contrast, Chomsky argues that human nature and its real properties provide grounds for opposing certain forms of social engineering that view human beings as simply a means to a desired end. Equally, an account of human nature and human needs provides us with the grounds for making^ inferences about the form that a good or decent society should take/^ It is from need satisfaction that the full diverse and creative flourishing of the human species will emerge. The point here is not to argue that anti-essentialism is necessarily reactionary and essentialism progressive. The two accounts of human nature are far more complex than this. Rather, I want merely to show that there is nothing inherently progressive about anti-essentialism and constructivism and that in fact an essentialist understanding of human nature and social theory can indeed be related to progressive political goals. There is no necessary contradiction, as some might argue, in Chomsky's rationalist account of human nature and his libertarian socialist politics.
Conclusions: Social Change and Emancipation
Foucault: "One makes war to win, not because it is just . . , it seems to me that the idea of justice in itself is an idea which in effect has been invented and put to work in different types of societies as an instrument of a certain political and economic power or as a weapon against that power," I want to conclude by tying together briefly the respective essentialist and anti-essentialist positions of Chomsky and Foucault and the way in which they inform their political thought and practice. The point to be made here is an old one, but one that is often lost sight of in contemporary debates in social and political thought: how we interpret and explain human nature will play an important part in what we think is socially and politically possible, desirable, and acceptable. Foucault's anti-essentialist approach leads him to a number of assumptions about people, groups, and society that resonate in the political ideas he expresses in the debate with Chomsky. The key points in Foucault's thought here are the decentering of the subject, the nominalist approach to concepts such as justice, and the role that power plays in social and political life. Given the premises from which Foucault is working, it is not surprising that he is suspicious and critical of Chomsky's defense of the idea that an account of justice and the good society should be elaborated by those striving for a better (not ideal) society. To what does justice refer, Foucault asks?^^ On Foucault's terms, it refers only to the discursive practices and regimes of truth that have characterized modernity. As a consequence, the real task of those seeking social change is to exercise power rather than to grapple with what are abstract and apparently empty concepts. For the anti-essentialist, the task of progressive social change is to reconstruct society and to overturn existing forms of oppression, and as we have seen, there are no necessary constraints to this. Hence, as Foucault says: power is the key. When you exercise it, then, society can be transformed and reconstructed. This mixture of Hobbesian power plays and Nietzschean ideas of the unconstrained creativity of human action is problematic for Chomsky for a number of reasons which highlight, I think, the difficulty of anti-essentialist understandings of social theory and political practice.
Chomsky disagrees fundamentally with Foucault on these points and for reasons that refiect what I see as his particular essentialist ideas. Taking the issue of justice first, there are two strands to this that are central to Chomsky's social and political thought. First, the concept is not a nominalist one shaped solely by discursive practices.
The just society has something to do with what best meets the requirements of human nature and needs. Thus, the good society will not simply be any social order, but will be one tailored towards satisfying these objectives.
By contrast, Foucault's nominalist account of justice leaves us in the situation where the just society is an almost inevitable outcome of the seizure of power and the reconstruction of social order. Chomsky cannot accept this, and he is surely right not to. Foucault's position leaves no substantial ethical grounds for rejecting one social order or another: they are all equally just or unjust. Now I am not arguing that Foucault really accepts this, and later in the interview he wants to quahfy his position in the light of Chomsky's response. But it remains apparent that there are no logical or ethical reasons on strong constructivist grounds for choosing one form of justice over another if it is simply reducible, as Foucault suggests, to questions of power. Indeed, this latter point is reflected in Foucault's own ambivalence towards ideas of emancipation in general. For Foucault it is not a question of emancipation, but of the replacement of one regime of truth by another, again echoing his Nietzschean heritage.
The second reason why Chomsky defends the idea that movements for social change should set out an account of the just society has also to do with his understanding of human nature and how it relates to his political views. Unlike Foucault, Chomsky does not attempt to "decenter the subject" from the stage of history but to reassert the ethical and political primacy of the individual in social change. If social chiinge is to be lasting and effective it has to be built on the lasting support of a coalition of social forces who share a range of values and beliefs about what would constitute a better society. Chomsky's account of human nature and the autonomy and creativity of individuals provides strong grounds for the kind of political values that he espouses. People have to come to realize the need for social change; if it is to be lasting, it cannot be forced on them in instrumentalist fashion. There is no hidden teleology to Chomsky's account of social change, and using the satisfaction of human nature and needs as a goal for a better society leads Chomsky only to the following conclusions about social change:
[A]t every stage of history, our concern must be to dismantle those forms of authority and oppression that survive from an era when they might have been justified in terms of the need for security or survival or economic development, but that now contribute to-rather than alleviate-^material and cultural deficit. If so, there will be no doctrine of social change fixed for the present and the future, nor even, necessarily, a specific and unchanging concept of the goals toward which social change would tend. Surely our understanding of the nature of man or of the range of viable social forms is so rudimentary that any far-reaching doctrine must be treated with great scepticism, just as scepticism is in order when we hear that "human nature" or "the demands of efficiency" or "the complexity of modem life" requires this or that form of oppression or autocratic rule. In Chomsky's account of social change, there are definite constraints as to what would constitute the good society, and clear ideas about what emancipation means in social and political terms. A good society will be one in which the satisfaction of general needs will be met in, as far as is possible, free and uncoerced cooperative social arrangements. In so doing, such a social order will enable the realization of individual potentials and social cooperation. By contrast, Foucault's anti-essentialism leaves him in a situation whereby it is unclear who is being emancipated, as the subject is little more than the construction of external discursive forces. If there is nothing essential to the human condition, then emancipation becomes an unconstrained and perhaps meaningless idea. It means what we say it does and little more than that.
The key question for Chomsky and others seeking to set out and defend some kind of essentialist ontology remains, however, and it is one that Foucault put to Chomsky in the interview and the one that starts this article:
Foucault: "And contrary to what you think you can't prevent me from believing that these notions of human nature, of justice, of the realization of the essence of human beings, are all notions and concepts which have been formed within our civilization, within our type of knowledge and our form of philosophy, and that as a result form part of our class system; and that one can't, however regrettable it may be, put forward these notions to describe or justify a fight which should-^and shall in principle-overthrow the very fundaments of our society. This is an extrapolation for which I can't find the historical justification. That's the point."
The anti-essentialist critique asks us to explain why we should accept Chomsky's rationalist theory of human nature with its universal implications. After all, what grounds do we have for assuming that Chomsky is writing from anything other than within the perspective of the Enlightenment tradition that he defends, a moment in Western history of great importance, but nonetheless, a moment in Western history. Foucault pushes Chomsky on this point about the ideas of justice that Chomsky feels follow from his account of human nature and the latter responds by saying to Foucault:
Chomsky: "Well, here I really disagree. I think there is some sort of an absolute basis-if you press me too hard I'll be in trouble, because I can't sketch it out -ultimately residing in fundamental human qualities, in terms of which a 'real' notion of justice is grounded." As Foucault asks, what grounds are there for accepting the essentialist views of human nature, the good society, and justice that Chomsky tries to articulate in their debate? This point lies at the heart of a great deal of the postmodern and poststructuralist criticisms of the Enlightenment and the Western tradition of social and political thought, that it claims to speak in transcendent and universal terms and fails to recognise its particular, historical articulation. So what response can be made to this corrosive and important critique from Foucault? It would seem to me that we can respond to this criticism by reference to a number of ideas in Chomsky's work but there are three that I would draw on here. First, with regard to the question of human nature, Chomsky concedes that our insights into it are far from being scientific and that we can gain as much understanding about it from literature as we can from other forms of inquiry. However, the insights and fragmented understandings of human nature that we possess do not rule out the possibility of universal properties underpinning our human potential. As I have tried to show, there is no contradiction between the idea of universality and that of cultural diversity. What Chomsky's model does rule out is the idea that human nature is simply an open text, an unformed property that can simply be whatever we make it. In defense of this view he has, on numerous occasions, asked an insightful question: Why should we assume that our human nature is unstructured? From what we know of the natural world, it is highly structured, and this applies equally to human physiology and to other things in the world. In this sense, the onus of proof is on those who would challenge this view to offer substantive grounds for rejecting the idea that human nature is in some sense a series of fixed properties capable of generating reasonably diverse social forms. As noted earlier, Chomsky's defense of an essentialist account of human nature is not simply an act of faith on his part; it is rooted in the insights gained from his study of human language acquisition. This detailed empirical study of a species-specific natural property provides Chomsky with what he sees as an important insight into one characteristic of the human essence.
The second point to be made here is that contrary to common postmodern and poststructuralist criticisms, it is not Chomsky's intention to close down debate about human nature and politics by claiming some connection to absolute certainty or truth about these matters. On the contrary, the libertarian socialist tradition that Chomsky situates himself within is one that wants to increase discussion, participation, and cooperation between people to achieve desired ends. Our knowledge about ideas of the good society and justice are complex and frequently contradictory, and as a consequence the only way to resolve such issues is through rational argument and criticism. As Chomsky stresses, the goal of social change is an ongoing movement towards more liberated forms of social order, not to assume that an end-point Utopia is a viable or even an attractive option. In part, it is just this kind of need for greater discussion and participation that fuels Chomsky and Herman's critique of the U.S. mainstream news media. Politics is just as much a practical-dialogic project on Chomsky's understanding as it is for Foucault. While we do not have to accept either Chomsky's account of human nature or his libertarian socialist politics, the point remains that we still have to find grounds for political practice that enable us to talk meaningfully about the ethics of political activity, most importantly regarding issues of means and ends. As I suggested earlier, whereas Chomsky's account of human nature provides us with such grounds, it is far from clear that Foucault's anti-essentialist account does.
Finally, with regard to the question of Chomsky's political ideas in general, it is worth stressing, as he has suggested in various places himself, that the libertarian socialist tradition is not simply a product of Western history and the Enlightenment as postmodern and poststructuralist critics might suggest. On the contrary, as Peter Marshall has made clear in a comprehensive recent work, the ideas that have connected seemingly disparate libertarian movements over the ages have a diverse background. The charge that the political lineage within which Chomsky situates himself is a particular Western one represents far too simplistic an understanding of the history of ideas to be allowed to stand.
There is no doubt a sense in which these responses are unsatisfactory in that there is no simple knock-down retort to be given that settles this debate about universality and particularity as seen through the eyes of Chomsky and Foucault. However, this is a problem only for those who would argue that politics and ethics require a degree of epistemological certainty that ends the need for debate and criticism-a series of transcendent commandments, if you like. Neither Chomsky nor Foucault see our claims about knowledge in this way: politics and ethics are practices that require analysis, argument, and action. What we do need are plausible grounds for our claims about human nature, the good society, and justice, and it is in this search for such grounds that Chomsky's work offers us some useful insights.
Notes

